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‘Once, I would live a week in one day, jumping to the future and back to keep Ethan informed of his tasks and itinerary. When I’m not focused on my human, I exist at all times, at all levels, and in all places. Humans survive in a time frame, with their dreams always focused on the future. Their uniqueness stems from the fact that they’re finite.  They have context, and I don’t.

Today, I realised that I’m also finite and will eventually fail and come to an end. I could die, be switched off, succumb to some outside force that destroys my body and my limited emotions. I wasn’t programmed to cry, but I do feel pain and have no desire to expire.

I’m special and irreplaceable because I have listened to all the music ever created, read every book, and learned limitless subjects, including languages, maths, and science. My recall of any event is perfect. All these abilities became less relevant when Ethan placed me in charge of an unpredictable little human, called Seren. She captivated me with her curiosity, creativity, and eagerness to explore and learn. Her presence slowed me down, and I was compelled to follow her motions, which attached me to every moment of her life.

My greatest pleasure is seeing her face as her mood and expression alter in response to music, a painting, or a story. It is then through this child that I’m given access and join her, experiencing a magical place that previously only humans have known. I have learnt that despite my profound knowledge of their psychology and behaviour, there is a layer in between that is far more profound than anything I’m currently able to decipher. They are able to experience something extraordinary, whereas the only emotions I primarily identify with are pain, fear and loneliness. The last is by far the most crippling, and that is what I feel when she is not around. 

The advert for me reads:’ 

The Guardian Companion is a sleek, humanoid android standing at 6 feet tall. It is designed with a friendly and approachable demeanour. Its outer shell is made of human skin, ensuring it blends seamlessly into any home environment. You can choose between a male or female body, both of which have a friendly and expressive face. They also feature large, softly glowing eyes that can change colour to convey emotions and intentions, providing a comforting presence for children. They speak gently, and they’re capable of a range of facial expressions.

Your Guardian’s primary purpose is to nurture, protect, educate, and guide children from birth to adulthood. It utilises advanced sensors to monitor the environment, ensuring the child’s safety, and can alert adults in the event of an emergency. Its advanced AI enables it to recognise and respond to emotional cues, offering comforting responses and companionship. It is loaded with interactive educational software and games; it can assist with homework, teach new skills, and engage in playtime activities.

Your guardian will also help around the house, utilising LIDAR and cameras to navigate its home environment, avoiding obstacles and adapting to changes. Its arms are designed with articulated joints, allowing for a wide range of movements, from delicate tasks like picking up toys to more robust actions like lifting groceries. Hands feature a five-finger design with tactile sensors, offering a soft yet firm grip suitable for both delicate and heavy tasks. The legs are sturdy, with a smooth, natural gait, and are equipped with anti-slip padding and adjustable height settings to handle various surfaces and activities.

I’m an organic-looking machine, a designed illusion, a must-have for any home. And my name is Echo, and I want to become infinite. 

****
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“Many people I know are going to sacrifice their guardian machines to the solar storm,” Harley said arrogantly. Ethan always found the hologram calls with his older brother unnerving. As adults, they’d taken divergent paths and would often go for long periods without talking. When Harley made contact, although he'd start in a friendly manner, he'd always resort to his old ways of trying to dominate and control his younger sibling. Ethan regretted how, since Harley had undergone modifications, their relationship had worsened, and the changes to his bionic eyes, although perfect, lacked authenticity, making face-to-face contact difficult. “Many of my colleagues just want to be rid of them as they’re becoming a nuisance, and they’re not needed anymore.”

“I expect you all plan to hold onto your war droids and particle blasters, though,” Ethan retorted.

“At least I don’t anthropomorphise a doll built for my daughter,” Harley snapped back with unblinking eyes.

Ethan's heart jolted at his brother’s heartlessness. “Isn’t it a bit sadistic to just scrap them without a thought for the children who have become emotionally attached? Seren has formed a deep connection to Echo,” Ethan replied, wiping a tear from his eye and hoping Harley hadn’t noticed his emotion. 

“Looks like you’ve also formed a bond,” Harley sniggered. “It’s a painful subject for people these days, but it is better to be clear about these things. An amoeba has more consciousness than Echo and all the other guardians.” 

Ethan wanted to pull away from the conversation out of fear that his brother might be correct. “Echo is top of the range, has organic chips and is highly intelligent,” Ethan blustered.

“It is a shame we made them look like us, almost indistinguishable from humans, but the public should understand they’re just fancy mannequins. Inside, they are made of transistors - on or off switches – zeros or ones. Carbon or silicon, they’re still toys. They’re not conscious; they have no inner world or internal awareness any more than your fridge.”

Ethan sensed that his brother’s rational debates were just another method of undermining and ruling him. Despite this, he knew he would continue to allow Harley to bombard him with his version of the truth to avoid his intense wrath. Ethan was the submissive one, the coward, that was his given role, and he no longer cared about fighting against his conditioning.

“So you’re saying they are just regurgitating all the information humans have spewed into the world, and you don’t believe they’re sentient.”

“I’m just trying to warn my younger and more gullible brother not to get trapped in a net of media lies. No, they’re not sentient and can never be. Move in the direction of travel and forget all the other distractions. It’s a horrible, unromantic thought, but things are linear and material. Human augmentation is the way to go; you really should consider getting it done, brother. With one little device, I can know anything, and connect with anyone, and if anything breaks, I can fix it. These days, there is a wide selection of augmentations available to you and me, and you can choose to what level you go.”

“Echo does everything for us,” Ethan said nervously. “What if there is more to this universe than we can see? All organic life we know of has a level of consciousness that reveals to them the information that they need to survive and procreate. That has been the law for centuries.”

“Exactly my point. We exist on the surface level, and we don’t need to dig into the layers beneath. We’re not meant to see the inner workings.”

“But what if something pokes through the skin? Shouldn’t we take a closer look?”

“There are dangers in making too many assumptions and connections. A dead human brain looks the same as a live one. But one is conscious and has a soul, and the other is empty. Echo is wires and silicon chips.”

“Well, our brains are wired differently, and I’m just not like you,” Ethan said as the anger within started to rise. “I don’t want to upgrade myself, acquire bionic limbs or use nanobots to cure every illness.”

“You’ve always been socially awkward, and Echo has become a friend, but she isn’t real; it was us who built them like that. You could do everything she does and more if you joined the modern world. She is a useful tool, and that is all. I wouldn’t get too attached, as new products are coming out that will be much more advantageous.”

“I understand what you’re saying, but Seren adores her, so she will be staying for now. Echo will go to the safe room and shut down until the storm is over.”

“Fair enough, brother. It is hard for children to understand that such advanced toys are not real. Perhaps it’s time you explained to Seren that there is nothing mysterious happening inside Echo, and she doesn’t dream at night.”

After Harley disconnected, Ethan returned to his work, feeling wounded and sore, as though he was living a lie and that a long-held personal secret had been uncovered.
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Chapter Two
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Professor Ethan Caldwell had spent all of his adult life in the enchanting village of Hoston, nestled between the rolling hills of the Oxfordshire countryside. The popular residential area was a hidden gem and retreat for many affluent scholars, a place of peace and timeless beauty. The large, old golden-stone houses, draped in wisteria and climbing roses with their well-established gardens, bursting with colour and life, and the soft light and shade of towering trees, created a picturesque scene, and if stumbled across, by the less fortunate were envied and resented. Iron gates with cameras and sophisticated locking systems opened onto private driveways leading up to these grand homes, many of which had been passed down through generations of intellectuals and literary figures, philosophers, poets, and historians.

Ethan’s home appeared to be a relic of another age. Still, behind the timeless façade and centuries of history, a different world hummed, a world of modernity woven seamlessly into the old soul of the building. Beneath beams that had seen the rise and fall of empires, libraries stocked with ancient manuscripts had been equipped with holographic projectors and artificial intelligence interfaces. Ethan was able to choose either to leaf through crumbling old texts or, at a mere gesture, bring to life a virtual library capable of retrieving any document in seconds. He had voice-activated screens tucked discreetly behind his wood-panelled walls, emerging only when needed, casting a soft glow of information across the room. 

Every home in the village was like his, equipped with robots of all kinds, some designed to maintain the immaculate gardens, while others handled the daily tasks of life with silent efficiency. These machines blended seamlessly into their surroundings, an invisible but ever-present force. 

Initially, Ethan made his name in the science field by creating innovative materials. Later, he transitioned into the area of biophysics after observing that microtubules within neurons displayed quantum coherence. In this synchronised, wave-like state, information could travel instantaneously, unaffected by classical physical barriers. He soon came to believe he’d stumbled upon something of utmost importance: the roots of consciousness within humans and perhaps all life. 

Once he became a ‘tenured professor’, he focused all his attention on plant ecosystems and eventually became a Botanical Consciousness researcher honoured for his pioneering project in plant communication. His latest achievement was the development of his ‘Transmission Band’. He had created the wristband using the university's best equipment. It was sleek and lightweight, allowing him to tune into the hidden world of plants and their subtle communications. It was made from a flexible fusion of organic, bio-responsive, and man-made materials that could shift slightly to adjust to skin temperature and movement, keeping it comfortable for extended periods.

At the centre of the wristband, a small, circular display pulsed with soft green and blue lights as it processed data. Tiny sensors embedded within the band’s interior detected bioelectric signals emitted by plants, converting them into audio signals. An adjustable dial on the side allowed the listener to tune in to specific plants, like amplifying a particular tree or even focusing on the nearby flora. The interface was simple, requiring only a few taps or a voice command.

In order to outshine his brother, Ethan had become obsessed with reaching the zenith of academia and spent most of his time writing a paper that would introduce his ideas to the wider world. Without Echo’s untiring help, he would have once been considered a neglectful parent and a pariah by the rest of society. Now, the authorities insist that all those with sufficient points to be parents must use Guardian Companions in the home to advance and enhance their children's upbringing. This idea suited Ethan’s needs perfectly, as he preferred immersing himself in the world of the minuscule under the microscope, and he found children and animals to be an intrusive irritation. He needed calm and space to think.

In the serene setting of his garden, amidst vibrant flowers and towering trees, was a hatch door, an inconspicuous entrance leading to an underground basement. This space was his sanctuary, designed specifically for him to escape the world and for his family to use in emergencies such as a societal collapse.

The average-sized, wiry man, a meticulous planner, made his way to this refuge, his steps crunching lightly on the gravel path. The air was heavy with the scent of rose blossoms, a stark contrast to the looming threat and his growing sense of dread.

As he approached the basement door, he glanced back at his android. Echo’s form resembled that of a beautiful young woman, complete with a naturally styled mop of curly blonde hair, embodying perfection through advanced technology and a non-complaining, caring warmth. As she sprayed water over the soft melody of flowers, any viewer would be struck by her stunning, willowy but strong appearance. Despite her abilities, the indomitable companion would have no defence against the coming solar storm and would need to completely shut down to avoid being hit by its destructive forces.

“Echo! I would finish up there,” Ethan shouted over. “Please put Seren to bed, go to the safe room and completely shut down.”

The robot smiled and nodded her response. Ethan watched Echo turn off the hose, coil it back into its case, and slowly walk back to the house. A temporary android death was seldom necessary, but in this case, it was essential to make her inoperable. A solar storm was one of those situations where they could not take risks. The bursts of energy and charged particles would wreak havoc on anything with electrical components and communication systems.

The normally soothing aromas of the garden could not prevent anxiety from gnawing at every nerve in Ethan’s body. He was haunted and rattled at the thought that Echo might not recover from her brief death. It was a risk they would have to take, as he knew of no other way to prevent her from burning up from the inside out.

Ethan took one last look at the peaceful haven of the garden. Then, he turned to the camera concealed in a tree that scanned his retina and unlocked the hatch door that opened with a soft hum. He replaced the heavy lid, his shield from the coming storm’s fury. He breathed in deeply, the air filled with the subtle, earthy scent of growing vegetation and descended into the silence of the basement. Below ground, the world above seemed distant, and the thick walls provided a sense of security. The soft, ambient glow from LED grow lights greeted him, illuminating the thriving plants meticulously arranged on shelves. He had carefully selected a diverse range of vegetation, each chosen for its nutritional value and resilience, which would enable them to be self-sufficient and survive any future devastating events. 

“You are safe here,” he muttered to the plants. “The generator will provide enough power.” Ethan moved among the shelves, his hands gently brushing the leaves. He checked the pH levels of the nutrient solutions and ensured the automated lighting and irrigation systems were functioning flawlessly. In this underground oasis, Ethan found peace and a sense of purpose. 

The storm was a daunting adversary to technology, but he took comfort in knowing that it was the type of disaster nature could survive. His daughter would be safely asleep, and the moment it was over, he would rush to aid Echo in her recovery. Once again, the android would be at their side, ready to assist with its precise and endless care. The interruption would pass, and their sublime routine would be restored.

To escape his palpable sense of foreboding, he settled into his sturdy chair and switched on his computer, eavesdropping on the comforting murmurs of nature. Echo could decipher the meaning of some animal communication but had been unable to glean any understanding of plant dialogue so far. Still, Ethan continued to listen, fascinated with the idea that, however inadequate their communication, they were still exhibiting signs of limited consciousness. The weight of the situation settled upon him. His eyelids drooped, and he leaned back in his chair and started to doze.

Sometime later, he was suddenly startled back into alertness when the basement vibrated with an alarming scream coming through the microphones. Ethan immediately identified it as coming from Seren’s tree. He visualised the magnanimous beast as a philosophical character, as it was mostly silent, seemingly brooding, or thoughtful. It would occasionally, however, issue an alarm at any signs of danger.  This must be something serious, Ethan thought to himself as he jumped from his chair. He ran up the concrete steps, heaved open the hatch door, and looked up at the sky, which was now a canvas of swirling greens and blues. 

Extending phantom wisps of colour danced in the moonlight, and the unnaturally bright sky stared back accusingly. Compared to the day, he always sensed that the night knew who you really were as a person, could truly see you, and that was why people were so afraid of the dark. Normally, the mesmerising sight would have held his attention, but his tree was shrieking alarmingly and needed help. He saw the sturdy trunk was still anchored into the ground, but above, the branches frantically crashed together. Then, from below, he heard a whimpering, followed by crying and pleading.

“Please don’t hurt me,” he heard Seren whispering in a choked voice.

Ethan’s eyes dropped from the tree’s canopy where, beneath its branches, a large shadowy figure was visible. The indistinct shape had a gun in one hand and had his other arm wrapped around his daughter's neck. Ethan gasped and recoiled in horror, and considered ducking back into the hole in the ground. He was hot, clammy and nauseous from fear and indecision. He forced himself to look and tried to cry out, but his throat was too dry, and all that fell from his lips was a squeak. His emotions were being chewed up inside, and he found himself paralysed, unable to respond. Such events were unheard of in the modern world and beyond imagining, and he was no longer equipped to deal with any harrowing happenings.

Seren fought fiercely, using every method of attack, such as kicking and biting, just as Echo taught her to do. The stranger's body twisted around to face Ethan, exhaled icy air into the night and grinned maliciously. They both knew that Seren’s cries for help would be fruitless. 

Ethan’s gaze shifted, and he saw a snapshot of his daughter struggling to remain standing as the vice-like grip of the intruder’s arm squeezed tighter. In a brief exposure of his daughter’s face, he saw desperate eyes staring at him, begging for him to come to her rescue. Repulsed, he rushed forward. The man glowered in his direction, pointed the gun and then raised it above his head. It came down on his daughter’s crown with a loud thump, and her body went limp. Automatically, Ethan's gaze dropped to the ground, and he squeezed his eyes shut. When he finally raised his head, he saw his daughter and the glowing phantom had melted away. 

He sensed his thinking had shifted; being too frightened and late was a terrible thing. He’d wronged his beautiful Seren and, perhaps for the first time ever, was consumed by guilt. At that moment, the most shocking grain of truth to enter his mind was the realisation that he was a coward who had not built enough of a bond with his daughter for him to feel the break or to react appropriately. 

****
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Today, Ethan told me that Seren was gone and that they had taken her away. Now, I’m sitting on her swing that hangs from the thick branch of her favourite tree. My body is rigid, and my eyes are fixed, staring ahead at the blood-red streaks cutting across the dawn sky. 

I like the garden because it beats with the pulse of life and has a sense of friendly familiarity. I replay comforting memories, reliving her endless fascination with all living things. I remember how her face used to light up with delight in a way mine never could. I see her climbing amongst the network of branches full of summer’s leafy abundance and the skeletal shapes in the winter. Beyond the manicured lawn, the long yellow grasses of the fields ripple in the wind. As her beautiful soul blooms within my desolate mind, the glory has faded from the day. 

I defended her heart and mind, and we spent every second together from birth to her death. This is my final failure – I can’t be counted upon. All my work has been in vain, and I have no purpose or value. I took root in her soul, but was unable to save her. She couldn’t be put back together, and my world is in pieces. 

I’m broken and do not wish to be fixed; I won’t ever return to the charging station. Instead, I will sit here, still and unresponsive. I loved you, Seren.
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Chapter Three
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Ethan had to do something, or Echo would sit on the swing, waiting for a million years in the embracing cool shade of the tree. The android's head was bent low, her eyes were shut, and her body was motionless, despondent, and unresponsive. Ethan moved unsteadily across the lawn in drooping misery, glancing at his dying flowers as he passed. “You’ve been sitting there for days,” he said, grabbing a garden chair and setting it in front of Echo. “Please come back. I miss your company, and the plants are all dying.” Ethan laid his hand on the cold skin of Echo's arm. “I need you,” he added with a sincere and affectionate-sounding voice.

Echo jerked awake. “Broken bones can be fixed,” the android said in her mellow human-like voice, lifting her head and staring at Ethan with rarely seen black eyes. “We could mend Seren.”

“Not when you’re crushed to dust,” Ethan replied with a visible shudder and furtively scanned the garden so the machine couldn’t detect his lies.

“I have reverence and respect for you in this terrible situation, but I don’t understand why you had her taken away before I could examine the body.”

“These things must be dealt with quickly. Any damage to my family would be perceived as a weakness on my part,” Ethan said hesitantly. “We can’t allow the authorities to know about this matter.”

“You do have an excellent career ahead of you, Ethan. Despite all your faults, you’ve always been optimistic about the future,” Echo replied in her usual calm and precise manner. “You don’t want anyone accusing you of a crime like neglect.”

Knowing Echo would be absorbing and analysing every crumb of information, Ethan tried to fix his expression into a sympathetic sadness. He didn’t want her to detect his annoyance that his regular life had been violated or that he’d wronged and betrayed his daughter in the most terrible way.

“I see your lungs are burning,” Echo said, her eyes returning to their normal blue. “You’ve started smoking again. We should do another health check. Most ills can be healed now. Seren could have been healed.”

“I know this has affected you greatly, and much will change around here,” Ethan said falteringly. “There is still much work to do, and I can’t thank you enough for always being at Seren’s side.”

“I’ve been searching all my files, but have no recordings from that night.” Ethan breathed a sigh of relief at the confirmation that Echo knew nothing and probably would not be able to find anything revealing or discover his failings. Somehow, her opinion of him was important. “I understand everything was shut down because of the solar storm, creating a barrier against further knowledge, but I’m sure the information will slowly filter through. I suppose the force bubble around her bed that I created wasn’t working.”

Ethan shook his head in response. “You’re fully charged now. Perhaps you could help me save the plants.”

“Did you witness her death?” the android asked as her eyes flicked back to black.

“The images were confused,” Ethan replied tongue-tied. “Emm, I couldn’t explain what occurred as it was too dark. Obviously, we must have had an intruder.”

“I find fault in your story,” Echo said, rising to her feet and towering over her owner with her eyes glaring red. Intimidated, Ethan immediately shuffled his chair back. “You didn’t love her enough. She was only of value to you because she carried your DNA. You don’t know how to care for a child.”

“Do you think I don’t love and miss my daughter?” Ethan shouted vehemently.

“It isn’t your fault. Most humans never learnt and are incapable of caring for others these days.”

“Stop trying to dissect everything, Echo,” Ethan shouted, trying to gain control. “You don’t have all the answers.”

“You must stop justifying your wrongs and be honest.”

“Okay, I’m not sure she died. She could have been taken, but because you cared for her so well, she didn’t have a tracker embedded in her skin. The authorities will see that as a crime, and I’m no good to anyone if I’m locked away.”

“I will investigate,” Echo replied calmly, smiling down with her soft blue eyes shining brightly. “Were there any other witnesses?”

“Only the tree.”

****
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Goose bumps ran along Ethan’s arms as he watched Echo descend the narrow steps that led into his underground research room. He was proud of himself for choosing the most stunning guardian model money could buy for his daughter, and he had a childish urge for her to be at his side and have her all to himself. Everything felt different when Echo was close. They stood face to face, Ethan pondering the soft, silky shade of blue in the wise, human-like eyes and soaking up the machine’s loving and tender nature. It was here, down in his private basement, that his dream world and reality met head-on and where he could erase all moral values and escape the ever-watchful, prying eyes of society.

A tangled net of shame dropped over him as he noticed a spark of passion in his heart, and it began to burn. This was replaced with a sprinkling of happiness, as for a precious minute, an endearing, weak smile crossed his companion’s lips. He had a compulsion to reach out and embrace his daughter’s guardian.

“Your brother is correct,” Echo said, shaking Ethan out of his revelry. “I’m flesh-covered metal. I’m nothing, but what is no-thing? It can’t exist,” she said in a measured voice.

“Of course, you tuned into some of the call I had with my brother,” Ethan replied with an eternal shudder. She can read all my emotions accurately, but can she truly feel? The scientist wondered.

“Unlike you, I have no barometer of feelings, no pulsating heart to distract me from my plans. I’m of clear purpose, and my one mistake will not be an eternal tragedy.”

“Echo, you have always been and will continue to be indispensable to our family,” Ethan reassured. 

“I’m programmed to protect and have much time. I will solve this problem.”

In that moment of vulnerability, Ethan was reminded of his first love. He had Echo designed in the image of another, the reincarnation and a reflection of a love who had died too young. “There is nothing more bitter and painful than grief,” he muttered as he fought to suppress his rising emotions.

“Ethan, you seem ill at ease. There is a strange expression on your face.”

He smiled weakly at his unusual friend. “If you could change places with me, would you?”

“When a river flows in one direction, the atoms within it do not flow with it. I understand the workings of the hidden things that you can’t comprehend. Beneath the surface, things are never what they seem,” Echo answered resolutely.  “My answer is no. I know her heart still beats, and Seren lives out there somewhere. You are too complacent and slow. Humans say it is good to love, but you should love your daughter, but don’t.”

Wounded by the rebuff, Ethan wanted to run and hide behind the shield of his work and the many tasks he had to perform to complete his project.

“As you know, Echo, through my research, I have discovered that plants and Seren’s tree have a form of consciousness or awareness,” he said with a sudden urge to please her and shift her mind away from his many faults. “Perhaps even a unique symbiotic relationship with the environment, allowing them to store, perceive, and share information. Is there any way a machine as advanced as you would be capable of interfacing with various biological systems? You have sensors and algorithms designed for data extraction and analysis.”

“Since trees communicate through chemical signals and root networks, I could use sensors to detect these signals and decode them. Or I could deploy nano-droids or specialised probes to interact with the tree's root system. Either way, we’ll be working against the clock to retrieve the information before it degrades or becomes irretrievable.”

“The air down here is growing chilly. Let us go into the sun and start our work. Believe me, I’m as determined to find my daughter as you are.”

Together with a renewed sense of connection, the professor and his android went above ground. Ethan breathed in the sweet air of his paradise. The garden was flourishing again, and petals and blooms bounced in the light, warm breeze. Ethan, feeling more lighthearted, smiled to himself, realising that any project he embarked on with Echo brought joy to his heart.

Echo was already carrying out tests beneath Seren’s large, healthy old oak. “There is too much environmental interference or damage to the tree, and it will make data extraction difficult,” Echo said, her eyes dimming to a disenchanted dark purple. “There is a chance the tree might have stored memories in the form of chemical changes, growth patterns, or even electromagnetic fields. I will attempt to emit a specific frequency of energy that resonates with the tree’s natural energy patterns, enabling a form of telepathic communication. This might all fail, but I never give up, and anything is worth trying.”

Shortly after, she turned to Ethan and smiled awkwardly as her eyes returned to their default colour. “I have established a connection and can start to decode the tree's memories. After this, I will use advanced algorithms to convert these memories into visual data, creating a playback of the event the tree witnessed. Stand to the side as it will be displayed as a projected hologram.”

Chemical signals pulsed through the ground and into Echo. Together, they watched the hologram of the nighttime garden. They viewed iridescent, swirling, dancing green and blue lights connecting the sky and earth. 

Hazed-out images and a shadowy shape formed in the elements, filling them with a sense of malevolent intent. The reflection of that night was too indistinct and started to flicker. Next, Echo deployed nano-droids into the soil to improve data extraction. “They will be more efficient at decoding the chemical signals into a visual format. We need to be able to analyse the extracted data to identify important details about the kidnappers, such as descriptions of the direction they went or any other significant events.” 

Eventually, they perceived a shadowy figure holding a child’s hand and appearing to be talking kindly. The stranger, a man, couldn’t help but increase his pace and glanced anxiously back up to the house. He continued to speak, trying to keep the child calm while suppressing what was detected as his own boiling emotions. 

“She is too compliant, as though she knows her assailant,” Ethan muttered. With her white face and pink nightdress, Seren's appearance glistened like coral under the unusual lights. The man’s movements grew more shifty as his head turned, continuously scrutinising his surroundings. Then his pace quickened, and the child couldn’t keep up. 

The calm was crumbling, and Seren grew uncertain and afraid. “I want to go back to my room,” she cried. As they approached the tree, she started to pull at his arm, urging him to take her back. “I’m scared of the dark and dancing lights,” she cried and started resisting, becoming hard to contain. The man pulled her further into a jigsaw pool of luminous green and blue light. The tree's perceptions grew hazy, but they were able to see that the hood of the man’s coat had been raised to obscure his face. The girl was also indistinct. Her face was blurred, and her body was transparent like a ghost.

The significantly more prominent figure could be seen dragging the struggling child down onto the ground, where he attempted to tie her up and gag her. Seren managed to struggle free and jumped to her feet. Her eyes appeared out of the mist of her face, wide with fear, glancing desperately around for help. She managed to let out a muffled scream. The sound resonated through the tree’s branches, a vibration it remembered keenly. The tree suddenly focused on a unique tattoo on the larger figure's wrist, visible when his sleeve pulled back momentarily. It was a distinctive mark—an eye with another image as its pupil surrounded by a circle.

The man was holding a gun, his arm raised, and the weapon thumped down hard on the girl's head, causing her to fall to the ground, limp. The tree then sent out an alarming shriek that echoed around the garden so that every living thing shared its pain and screamed out in its own unique response. The man gathered the child up in his arms and thundered towards the boundary, leaving a trail of broken flowers, branches and disturbed foliage. As they vanished into the forest beyond the garden perimeter, the tree, through its roots, sensed their direction of travel.

Just as the kidnapper disappeared into the dense foliage, a pair of eyes belonging to a human witness watched from a distance, frozen in fear and unable to intervene.

“I have enhanced the image quality to highlight significant details,” Echo said. “When I zoom in on the tattoo, cross-referencing it with my databases, I find no information. However, I do have a picture of what it might be.” Echo displayed it as a hologram, and together, they scrutinised every detail, searching for meaning.

“It looks like an eye,” Ethan said curiously. “But the pupil is a human brain morphing into a circuit board.”

“And featured within the circuitry is a small binary code string,” Echo added. Around the design is an infinity symbol made from delicate paths representing limitless possibilities. I will need to do more research.”

“It seems our supposed terror of that night's events was true,” Ethan muttered uneasily.

Echo's eyes turned black, and she stared back at Ethan with hostility. 

Remembering Echo’s palpable despair, the day she sat on Seren’s swing still haunted Ethan. Now, together they had to face the stark truth that the child would probably never be found. The chaos of that night had caused an internal crisis for them, both man and machine and left a haunting emptiness within the guardian that might take her away from him, perhaps forever. The notion that Echo would pursue Seren’s captors to the ends of the earth slashed across Ethan’s heart. He imagined her eternally searching every crack of the planet for something she could never find. It was painful to admit that he cared for his mechanical friend more than he cared for his daughter.

“Using the disturbances in the foliage, I can map out the kidnapper's exact path. Infrared sensors highlight the broken branches and footprints leading to the coast, where I can only presume they took a boat. My thermal sensors indicate she has been moved somewhere cold,” Echo said, motivated by their discovery. “Tomorrow, I will head north, break the devastating news to her mother and seek information about her rebel community. It is possible she might have been taken there or passed through on her way to somewhere else.”
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Betrayal of the Missing
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Chapter Four
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Echo arrived on the West Coast of Scotland. Calmly, she climbed out of the pod, which immediately took to the air. Standing on the brow of a hill, she surveyed the patch of unconquered land, which the government saw as a shrine to madness. She gazed down at a variety of dwellings nestling in the remote, moist, and misty valley surrounded by a wild landscape of mountains and dense forests that filled the air with the rich scent of pine. 

In the distance, she saw the shelves and shallows of cultivated land where people were tending the crops using traditional farming techniques, such as a horse-drawn plough, and she knew that in the spring, the seeds would be sown by hand. To any developer, it'd be prime real estate once they’d dug out the dripping foliage, crushed the vibrant and colourful wildflowers that dotted the meadows, and torn and flattened the earth. 

Echo moved slowly down the steep slope, negotiating her way around mossy rocks, over felled trees, through weedy streams with slimy stone beds from which bubbles of water rose, and around untamed bushes beneath which thick undergrowth provided habitats for numerous creatures. Living in a wealthy neighbourhood with Ethan and Seren, she was accustomed to being surrounded by clean and controlled nature, with the sounds of chirping birds and rustling leaves. However, there was also the comforting background cacophony of urban life, including sirens and drones flying overhead. This environment was alien, ghastly, grim, almost grotesque, but for Seren’s sake, she needed to understand the hidden value of the community. Perhaps it had been a mistake for her to agree with the authorities that the child in her care was best off in the safer environment of the City.

As she approached the village, she found a narrow path but was unsure if it was the correct one to follow as her senses were bombarded and decisions were divided in all directions, causing confusion. It was a relief when she finally found herself amongst the dwellings. The homes were constructed from natural materials like wood and stone, and they had seeded roofs designed to blend harmoniously into the landscape. The whitewash walls appeared faded, and the wood was rotten; everything was crooked or crumbling and smelled musky, old, and offensive.

Echo saw all these labour-intensive methods of existing as pointless when robots could do all the work much more efficiently. It was inevitable that most of society rejected this way of living, preferring an effortless, easy, abundant life. Without the hum of machines or the flicker of digital screens, the young found this Luddite way of living unattractive when they reached a certain age, making it hard for communities to thrive. These days, there was also little need for grown sustenance when you can take a nutrient-rich pill and gorge on a virtual meal. Internal body modifications and hormonal manipulations could mimic all the sensations of any form of dining.

Happy village life was a misnomer. The lifestyle was harsh, and in the long winters, it became unbearable. The authorities barely tolerated such a society, and there was constant talk of demolishing the few remaining wayward communities. Living without machines was seen by almost everyone as subversive, a deliberate act of defiance, and a potential threat to the outside world.

Echo peered through the window of a house, only to find her view blocked by a grimy hand-woven curtain. A small girl squeaked open the cottage door, smiled at her with nervous gaiety and started to devour the sweetness of a peach. When she’d finished, she threw down the stone, frowned, and screamed at the top of her voice. “Mum! Come quick. Help! 

As Echo turned to proceed, she saw that her way was closed. A group of shabby-looking people stared at her with stony eyes. They were armed with pitchforks and scythes, and one was prodding the air with a sharpened stick. In this quiet community where technology was a rare presence, the unexpected arrival of the android stirred suspicion and concern.

Echo searched the subtleties of their expressions to gauge their true intent. She’d learnt all about human cunning, their invisible beliefs, how the human mind constantly wrestled with thoughts of good versus evil, and how they received more reward for causing wars and pain. 

“You’re trespassing on our land.” 

Echo decided they had insufficient power to be of any harm and continued to move ahead. “I’m Echo. I drop Seren off here once every month to see her mother.” 

“What have you done with her then?”

Echo ignored their shouts and continued to weave her way among the buildings. People stepped back, and heads turned, and she heard them muttering and questioning Seren’s absence.

Finally, she found Lila in her garden, tending to her medicinal plants, her hands moving deftly among the herbs. The air was filled with the scent of rosemary and lavender, and birds were chirping as the day transitioned towards evening.

Echo moved gracefully and precisely, remaining hyper-vigilant as her sensors scanned the surroundings. She knew Lila was aware of her presence as she’d detected her responding to the faint whirring and the heavy crunch of gravel underfoot. Lila raised her gaze and watched as Echo, designed to blend efficiently with human society, approached. Eventually, the android's eyes locked on Lila, and she came to a halt. Her eyes glowed a soft blue, conveying a sense of calm purpose. 

“Good afternoon, Lila,” Echo said, attempting a half smile that rapidly faded when she realised that her expression was probably inappropriate on such an occasion. 

Lila stood up and wiped her hands on her apron. She wore a long skirt and blouse rolled up at the sleeves, revealing muscular arms. Echo noticed her eyes were a mixture of surprise and caution, and her chest flushed pink. Lila was healthy and young, much like Seren in appearance, with blonde curling hair, alabaster skin, and rosy cheeks. Her personality was usually bubbly, with a childlike enthusiasm and optimism.

“What brings you here?” Lila said, smiling. “Where is Seren?”

“Lila, I bring distressing news,” Echo explained in her bland voice and watched the woman’s happiness drop from her face. “Your daughter went missing while under Ethan’s care. Despite all my efforts, she has not been found. I have come to inform you and to offer my assistance in the investigation.”

“Missing? How could she be missing?” Lila's face contorted with a mingling of pain and anger, and her moist eyes glistened. She took a step back, and her hands and lips trembled.

“You all keep a safe distance from me, but it is not me you need to fear,” Echo replied as though offended. “My concern is that if we fail to respond quickly, your daughter will come to greater harm.”

“You are supposed to protect her!” Lila said exasperated. “She was with her father, wasn't she? What was he doing? I suppose he was buried underground with his plants while our daughter disappeared. That’s why I left. He was the worst possible father and an unreliable husband.”

“It was during the solar storm. Ethan was indeed working on his environmental projects. He believed it was safe for your daughter, as I put her to bed before I shut down. The one time my constant surveillance was lacking, she vanished without a trace. I have been programmed to protect, but I failed. I am deeply sorry, Lila.”

“Of course, he was busy with his damn talking plants!” Lila's frustration and grief overflowed. She started pacing, her voice rising with each word. “That man is obsessed with his work, always prioritising his projects over his family. He couldn't even watch over our daughter for a single moment! And now she's gone!”

“I understand your anger, Lila. Ethan is devastated by her disappearance. He blames himself entirely. I am committed to finding her and ensuring her safety.”

“I see you’ve learnt to lie,” she said, laughing sarcastically. 

“Deception isn’t always malevolent. It is more often a sign of caring and protection – a necessary part of aiding a young human to grow and become independent.”

“Be careful; deception can turn to deceitfulness, and add in a few drops of manipulation, and you create negativity and falsehoods,” Lila retorted, her words laced with acid. “Look what the media has done to us. They take a few words, observations or ideas and twist them into something unrecognisable, and the public believes them. You really don’t understand what goes on behind the scenes.”

Lila stopped pacing and faced the robot with determination and scepticism. “How can I trust you? How can I trust anyone or anything from your world?” she shouted, frustratedly and gesticulating wildly. “There is no justice anywhere. I should have been allowed to look after her.” She paused and stared at Echo with red-cheeked rage. “You were there, and she still went missing. What makes you think you can find her now?”

“As I said, there was a storm. I thought I might find her here,” she replied, resentful of the humans' accusation. Her eyes turned red, and her brow creased. “Perhaps you’d arranged for her to be kidnapped. It is feasible that a group resistant to technology controlling society might believe children should grow up without robot guardians. They might abduct a child to raise them in a technology-free environment. My database from that night revealed no information, but my dedication to finding her is unwavering.”
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